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ABSTRACT
1bis paper focuses on the difficulties of assessing multi-year team projects, in which a team of students drawn from all three
years of a full-time degree course works on a problem with and for a real-life organization. Although potential solutions to the
problem of assessing team projects may be context-dependent, we believe that discussing these in our paper will allow readers
to relate to their teaching cases and increase the general appreciation of team project related work. Findings discussed in this
paper are based on the first cycle of action research in relation to an existing multi-year team project scheme. Based on the
interpretivist perspective, this work draws on data from staff and student focus groups, semi structured interviews and surveys.
Team project clients were also asked to comment on their experiences and the way they would like team projects to be
improved in the future. Since issues affecting the success of team projects are quite closely inter-related, a systemic view is
adopted rather than analysis of a single issue in isolation. Overall there is a feeling that multi-year team projects are a good
idea in theory but can be challenging to implement in practice. It is argued that the main areas of concern are the assessment
process, the dilemmas and tensions that it can introduce, and the related inconsistencies in stakeholder involvement, which can
compromise the learning experience if not handled well. We believe that the assessment process holds the key to a successful
learning experience in team project work.
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1. INTRODUCTION

One of the common examples of constructivist learning in
undergraduate information systems related degrees is team
project work (Lynch, Heinze et al. 2007). John Dewey
(1859-1952) originated the notion of constructivism (Cullen,
Hadjivassiliou et al. 2002). Dewey was of the opinion that
students should learn problem solving rather than
remembering and reciting (Beck 1965). Apart from the
pedagogic benefits of team project work allowing students to
learn problem solving, it is acknowledged that team work
prepares students for the real-life work environment
(Humphreys, Greenan et al. 1997; Thomas and Busby 2003;
Willcoxson 2006). There are others who believe that student
team work reduces the assessment workload, thereby
motivating staff to incorporate team work in their teaching
(Boud and Falchikov 1989; Willcoxson 2006). Whilst team
work is widely used in higher education (Willcoxson 2006),
this paper examines a unique multi-year student learning
experience where first, second and final year students
collaborate on real life consultancy projects. Each team
works on an actual, open-ended project developed in
consultation with a client organisation, which is arguably the

pinnacle of fimctions and a constructivist approach to
education.
There is a general agreement that in theory team
projects are a useful learning experience which prepares
graduates for real life:

"Team projects provide students with an opportunity to
share ideas, learn new concepts, expose different points
of view, and experience the satisfaction and challenges
of working with others, while remaining in an academic
setting. " (Smith and Smarkusky 2005)
However, the challenges of team projects are also
widely recognised and include issues such as fairness,
consistency and accuracy of assessment (Smith and
Smarkusky 2005). Marks are allocated by academic tutors
who are not easily able to see the individual's contributions
to team dynamics. A means that is sometimes used to address
this is to require students to assess themselves and their peers
(Gibbs 1992), an exercise that they might not be experienced
enough to carry out competently (Willcoxson 2006).
Dewey broke down the learning process into the
following five steps so that teachers could engage students in
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